












 

mixed methods. Also, 43% of replies (n=9) selected the option of deleting steps that were considered 
unnecessary for their particular context. The least selected option was adding missing steps with roughly 
33% of participants choosing it (n=7). Responses for the “other” option will be analysed and reported 
in the next section of this paper. 

 
Figure 4. If you modified the method, did you add missing steps/delete unnecessary 

steps/mix methods/other? 

4.3.2. Level of satisfaction of the use of new design methods 

Figure 5 shows the percentage of participants that would consider the prospect of using the new method 
again and the ones that wouldn't. This might give an idea of the level of satisfaction or perception of 
utility that the users got from their use experience. Out of 31 respondents, 27 (87%) indicated they would 
use the new method again. Only two people would not use the new method again (6%), and the 
remaining two (6%) mentioned that they didn’t know if they would use it again as they were waiting for 
the results after using the method or were in the process of using it at the time of the response. 

 
Figure 5. Would you use the new method again? 

Figure 6 shows how many people are still using the new method. The result shows that 77% of 
respondents are indeed still using the method they described (n= 24), and only 6% are not (n= 2).  

 
Figure 6. Are you still using the new method? 

4.3.3. Most common sources for design methods 

Through 31 open answers to the question: “Where did your team find the method?”, we encountered 
that the most common source for new methods was literature and academia (n=10) representing 32.26% 
of responses. Next to that, 22% of the people refer to peers or colleagues (n=7) and the same number of 
respondents (n=7) stated they have developed the methods themselves. Internet sources were the next 
choice with 16.13% (n=5). Least common responses included events like symposiums or conferences, 
or a trending method. 

5. Discussion 
As discussed in the introductory sections, many studies mention a lack of awareness about design 
methods in practice, specifically the area of design consultancies has been mostly unexplored (see 
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Section 2). The study findings presented here provide an insight into the use of design methods in design 
consultancies and are aspired to be a starting point for further exploration. 

5.1. When and why design consultancies use new design methods? 
“Some design methods are targeted at frame breaking – creative problem solving, imagination, etc. – 
whilst others are about understanding users and bringing their perspective into the articulation – 
anthropology, empathic design, construct elicitation, etc.” (Bessant and Maher, 2009, p. 7) 

5.1.1. Creativity 

A large number of respondents noted to have used new design methods during idea generation and 
concept development phases. This suggests that practitioners in design consultancies apply methods 
whenever they cannot solve those problems (themselves) with the means they have normally at their 
disposal. Moreover, these early stages of the design process (idea generation and concept development) 
can be considered part of the ‘fuzzy front end’ (FFE) where “there is no clear path on how to proceed” 
(Sanders and Stappers, 2012). As proposed by Kleef et al. (2005), design methods offer the potential to 
think outside the box. Analogously, ten out of 31 participants stated to have used a new design method 
in order to stimulate creativity and generate new ideas and seven of them considered creativity as the 
actual outcome expected from the new method used. In particular, the data suggests that, by using the 
method, they were expecting to have “better, more creative ideas”, “stimulate a non creative team”, 
“more agile and effective generative session”, “create a creative ambience and setting”. 
The FFE has been defined by Mootee (2011, p. 1) as “an insight-driven, prototype-powered and 
foresight-inspired search for new ideas”. It is not surprising, therefore, that Brainstorming -considered 
by Taylor et al. (1958) as “a means of facilitating creative thinking” and by Wallace (2013, p. 242) as 
“a method to help generate ideas”, and Rapid Prototyping are two of the methods most commonly used 
and known by practitioners of our sample. 

5.1.2. User research 

Besides idea generation and concept development, other common phases where participants used new 
design methods are in context analysis and problem definition. Those phases are also part of the FFE 
that, as reported by Khurana and Rosenthal (1998), need to be shaped based on two kinds of external 
factors: market leadership and type of customer. Mootee (2011) also affirms that identifying customer 
needs and collecting insights is an aspect of the FFE. Stappers (2006) argues that one of the 
consideration to be made in this phase consists in the understanding of users and context of use. 
Accordingly, in our research, a consistent number of respondents (ten out of 31) stated they used the 
new method in order to have a better understanding of customer needs, contexts and points of view. 
Some examples are: “identify customer’s point of view”, “get customer insights”, “understand 
product/user interaction”. These findings can be supported by the fact that the majority of the 
respondents confirmed having used customer research methods in the past such as questionnaires and 
surveys (92%), customer journeys (92%), user interviews (90%), personas (89%) and user observations 
(87%). As mentioned in Section 2, the use of participatory design has been growing in the last few years 
(Sanders and Stappers, 2012), and this can be seen in our study since, among those who used a new 
method for customer research purposes, the majority referred to participatory design or co-creation 
either directly or indirectly. 

5.1.3. Discussion, communication, collaboration 

With regard to the previous paragraph, Kleef et al. (2005), by referring to the study of Kohli and 
Jaworski (1990), suggest that gathering consumer understanding through customer research methods 
improve communication across departments. This is connected to the fact that one of the purposes for 
using design methods, therefore, consists in facilitating and supporting team work by improving 
communication and planning among team-members (Cross, 2000; Jagtap, 2014). Especially in design 
consultancies, there is the need to deal with a lot of stakeholders that come from different backgrounds 
and industries and with clients that are frequently changing whenever a new project starts. From the 
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findings of our survey, we see that some respondents refer to these kind of situations by mentioning 
their intention to foster discussion, the importance of communicating the concept effectively and the 
need to collaborate with people from different backgrounds and levels of expertise. These findings are 
coherent with the previous remark about the use of new design methods in the FFE. According to 
Moenaert et al. (1995), one of the ways to reduce uncertainty, characteristic of the early stages of the 
design process, is by encouraging communication between R&D and marketing and having a 
decentralised project structure. The importance to collaborate and communicate with stakeholders seems 
to be increasing, especially in design consultancies. This also is in line with what has been suggested by 
Birkhofer and Kloberdanz (2005) who propose that the optimal use of design methods in industry is not 
only about the transfer between academia and industry but depends on the prerequisites of several 
stakeholders  

5.1.4. The importance of clients and outcome expected 

Surprisingly, despite the fact that some of our respondents mentioned the presence and the importance 
of clients in their design process and in their decisions, they don’t consider them as a direct trigger to 
use a new method. Only two out of 31 stated having used a new method because a client demanded it. 
Rather, most of the participants mentioned that they mostly used a new method when a specific problem 
occurred and when a specific outcome was required. Some examples of the latter included “improve 
user centered approach”, “need to differentiate from competition”, “integration with other company”, 
“spark creativity”, “enhance the quality of our work”. In the same way Cross (2007) proposes two main 
purposes for using design methods: they are important in the assessment of design problems, and also 
in the development of design solutions. Likewise, Gericke et al. (2016) encountered that: “many of the 
interviewed practitioners search for methods primarily based on outcomes”. Additionally, the fact that 
companies are often not aware of the benefits that new methods could bring to their processes and 
outcomes (Araujo et al., 1996), can be an indication of the fact that the use of methods in companies is 
limited (Araujo et al., 1996; Birkhofer et al., 2002; Wallace, 2011; Gericke et al., 2016; Eisenbart and 
Kleinsmann, 2017). 

5.1.5. Envisioning 

In parallel with customer research, participants refer to the use of methods in order to envision future 
scenarios, contexts and needs. Sanders (2002, p. 1) mentions that “designers have been moving 
increasingly closer to the future users of what they design”. In particular, when co-designing, 
stakeholders collaborate with designers with the aim to create knowledge about “future and desirable 
situations and products” (Steen et al., 2007). 
As mentioned before, some of the practitioners of our survey stated the necessity to deal with people 
from different backgrounds and the importance to stimulate discussion and communication between 
parties. That explains why most of the people that alluded to envisioning methods also refer to the 
importance to spark discussion about future scenarios. 

5.2. How do design consultancies adapt the new methods? 
As presented in the findings section, 67% of respondents (20 out of 30) indicated they modified 
something in the methods they used in order to adapt them to their needs. Furthermore, many of these 
responses are from people who said they created the methods themselves, which effectively implies a 
singificant modification from other existing methods. On the one hand, these findings can be related to 
the fact that methods are scarcely used because of the seemingly limited support from research on how 
methods should be applied in practice (Ponn and Lindemann, 2006; Gericke and Blessing, 2011; 
Roschuni et al., 2011). On the other hand, Wallace (2011) suggests that all methods should be adapted 
to the context and applied flexibly. Their purpose it is to support the design process and they should not 
simply be undertaken as routine tasks”. Accordingly, it can be proposed that, within design 
consultancies, the ‘best practice’ of using methods flexibly and adapting them to the specific context is 
becoming a common practice. 
In our research, some of the most common sources for methods consisted in peers or other team 
members’ knowledge (seven out of 31), while others developed them themselves (seven out of 31). This 
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might also be related to the fact that, it is often the case that methods “are just part of the ‘shared 
understanding’ [...] members of the team bring with them their experience of the development path 
which they acquired from working on previous company projects” (Wallace, 2011, p. 241). Nonetheless, 
the most common source for new methods in design consultancies in our sample is literature (eight out 
of ten) while only two respondents chose academia. This result is quite relevant because it suggests that 
designers prefer to look up for methods independently. 

5.3. Was the use of the new method a good choice? 
The majority of our respondents claimed that they would use the new method again (87%) and among 
those, 77% are still using it. That slight difference comes from the fact that three people didn’t have 
information regarding the continued use of the method by their company. This is an indication of the 
perception of a positive impact from the method on the design process. As mentioned by Jagtap et al. 
(2014) there are various studies that indicate the positive effects of design methods (e.g. Eisenbart and 
Kleinsmann, 2017). However, this could also mean that companies are often not aware of the existence 
of new methods and their benefits (Araujo et al., 1996) and, as a consequence, they have the tendency 
to stay attached to methods they feel confident with. 

5.4. Limitations 
The presented study has several limitations. Those essentially concern its limited generalisability 
because of the small sample size, the limited comparability of responses due to the diverse sample 
profile, which includes consultancies that work in very diverse industries. Yet, the study provides an 
insight into the uptake of design methods in the context of diverse design consultancies and shows 
several consistencies across these. It stands to reason that the discussed findings will similarly apply to 
consultancies beyond the shown data set. By trying to understand the circumstances and the motivations 
when design consultancies look out for new methods, the study aims to provide a starting point for future 
research. 

6. Conclusions 
This paper intended to explore the uptake of design methods in the specific industry of design 
consultancies. The literature suggests that knowledge transfer of design methods between academia and 
industry is poor. By focusing on design consultancies, the study offers a perspective on the use of design 
methods in practice that has thus far been rarely researched. In particular, the paper aims at exploring 
the circumstances and the motivations when these companies search new methods to apply in their 
design processes.  
Overall, the obtained findings show consistency with previous studies on the use of design methods, 
showing that the participating design consultants mostly use new methods in the initial stage of the 
design process which is the most uncertain phase, as the use of design methods helps them cope with its 
inherent unpredictability. The study suggests that new design methods are mainly used in practice to 
help structure the process and find a way to proceed especially in the FFE. Those findings are supported 
by the fact that the respondents look for new methods when they need to solve specific problems.  
One of the main reasons why practitioners use new design method concern the call for creativity. Besides 
that, due to the recent shift from the traditional design process to co-design, an increasing use of design 
methods aimed at improving communication and collaboration has been observed with a concurrent 
focus on users. It is interesting to note that clients are not an influencing aspect in the choice of new 
design methods, this can show the fact that the design process remains a prerogative of consultancies. 
Concerning the concept of adaptation of methods the results show a clear inclination to modify them 
according to the specific needs required in every project. A good number of respondents also stated to 
have developed their own methods. This can be seen as evidence that methods are useful in their practice 
but it also suggests that the existing methods are not yet satisfying their specific needs as they are, and 
that's why they are generally modified. 
These findings suggest that the link between academia and industry should be improved further. On one 
hand, academia should satisfy the demand of the industry to be provided with helpful and adaptable 
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design methods. On the other hand, awareness on their specific benefits and contribution to solve 
problems should be clearly stated in order to increase the reputation about design methods in practice. 
As the design process is evolving, the academic community should pay special attention at the 
development and enhancement of design methods for collaboration and involvement of stakeholders. 
However, our findings take into consideration a limited area of context and are based on a limited 
sample. Since the area of design consultancies is still mostly unexplored in research, it would be 
interesting in future research to conduct a larger qualitative study to get a better understanding of the 
recent change towards a more collaborative design approach.  
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